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Abstract 
The prison environment represents a supplemental risk factor in the increased frequency of non-lethal self-harm among 
inmates, by comparison with the general population. The paper aims at defining the socio-demographic characteristics of 175 
inmates who carried out the act by chemical means (drug intoxication or the consumption of other toxic substances) – 
classified as substance abuse, in contrast with the inmates who chose to act by physical means (plagues at various levels 
and/or ingestion of alien bodies). Differences were revealed between the two lots regarding temporal data, psychiatric 
antecedents, relapse frequency, acceptance of the treatment.  
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1. Problem Statement 
Suicide and suicidal equivalents are a public health problem faced by all the states of the world, and Romania 
is no exception in this respect. The prison environment represents a supplemental risk factor in the frequency rise 
of this phenomenon among inmates, by comparison with the general population. Life in captivity, often with 
companions of deviant behavior, associated to disciplinary measures found hard to bear by most people, 
determines the occurrence of certain particularities of autolytic acts inside prisons. Thus, on the one hand we are 
facing a rate increase of these acts, by comparison with the general population, while on the other hand, as a 
consequence of restricted access to various injury-inflicting means, the methods used by inmates can greatly 
vary. The present paper aims at defining the socio-demographic characters of the inmates who resorted to 
chemical means (drug intoxication or the consumption of other toxic substances) – classified as substance abuse 
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– in order to carry out the autolytic act, by contrast with the inmates who chose to act by physical means (plagues 
at various levels and/or ingestion of alien bodies). An enduring collaboration between the Prison and the 
C.I.R.T.I.T.A. Medical Association exists; it has materialized with the signing of a written protocol between the 
two entities, primarily preoccupied, at present, with the attitude towards the suicidal patient.   
2. Purpose of Study 
The prison environment represents a supplemental risk factor in the increased frequency of non-lethal self-
harm among inmates, by comparison with the general population. The paper aims at defining the socio-
demographic characteristics of those inmates who carried out the act by chemical means (drug intoxication or the 
consumption of other toxic substances) – classified as substance abuse, in contrast with the inmates who chose to 
act by physical means (plagues at various levels and/or ingestion of alien bodies).  
3. Research Methods 
Between 1 January 2009 – 31 December 2009, 771 patients with autolytic acts were registered at the ER of the 
Sf. Ioan Emergency Hospital in Ia i. Part of these were inmates of the Ia i Maximum Security Prison (N=175). 
Patients in state custody were split in two categories: those who had made use of chemical means (N=48) and 
those who had made use of physical means (plagues and ingestion of alien bodies) (N=122). Five inmate patients 
used both physical and chemical means of self-harm and they were excluded from the study. Their group was too 
small to be classified as a statistically relevant one for this study. The following variables were registered for all 
patients: sex, age, date of hospitalization (the month and the day of the week are of special interest), time of the 
autolytic act, number of previous autolytic attempts, psychiatric disorders, method of choice, whether treatment 
was accepted or refused and whether the person needed hospitalization or was treated as an outpatient. The data 
was processed by SPSS 10.0 for Windows, making use of frequency analysis, descriptive analysis, cross analysis 
(cross tabulation), average comparison tests (ANOVA, T-Test) and parametrical chi-square tests.  
4. Findings  
In the above-mentioned period, a number of 175 patients in state custody who had carried out self-injury acts 
were registered. All of these were male. Their ages ranged between 18 and 54, with an average of 26,69 years old 
and a standard deviation of 7,49 years. Among those who had abused substances, ages also ranged from 18 to 54, 
with an average of 25,22 years old and a standard deviation of 7,69 years, whereas the ages of those who had 
used mechanical self-injury means ranged from 19 to 43, with an average of 28,24 years old and a standard 
deviation of 6,84 years. Grouping the patients into age-based categories, one may notice a difference in their 
distribution, depending on the means used, illustrated in Table 1, reflected in the most crowded group, that below 
24 years old for those who had abused substances, and that between 25-34 years old for the rest. This difference 
is statistically meaningful, the calculated confidence index being p=0,001ANOVA.  
Table 1. The distribution of participants according to the age: 
Age substance  abuse mechanical means 
18 - 24 21 (43,8%) 17 (13,9%) 
25 - 34   19 (39,6%) 73 (59%) 
35 – 44 
45 – 54 
total 
7 (14,6%) 
1 (2,1%) 
48 (100%) 
30 (24,6%) 
2 (1,6%) 
122 (100%) 
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Those at their first autolytic attempt were, to a greater extent, the patients who had abused substances, by 
contrast with those who had used mechanical means, whose relapse frequency was found to be greater. 
Table 2. The distribution of participants according to the relapse frequency: 
Relapse frequency substance  abuse mechanical means 
First tentative 44 (91,7%) 97 (79,5%) 
1st episode  3 (6,2%) 14 (11,5%) 
2nd episode 
3rd episode 
4th episode 
total 
1 (2,1%) 
- 
- 
48 (100%) 
5 (4,1%) 
4 (3,3%) 
2 (1,6%) 
122 (100%) 
The difference, though apparently high, has no statistical significance when calculating overall averages 
(p=0,321) ANOVA. However, calculation of two categories simultaneously shows that those using physical 
means had a higher relapse frequency – p=0,047 T-Test. Lower differences in the analysis of frequency fields 
were registered with regard to psychiatric antecedents. These were found with 70,8% of substance abuse patients 
(N=34) and with 77% of the rest (N=94).  
Table 3. The distribution of participants according to the psychiatric antecedents: 
Psychiatric antecedents substance  abuse mechanical means 
absent 
present 
total 
34 (70,8%) 
14 (29,2%) 
48 (100%) 
 94 (77%) 
28 (23%) 
122 (100%) 
Processing the data by average comparison calculations confirms the fact that there are no significant 
differences between the two patient categories (p=0,401). A parallel analysis of the two groups, according to the 
month of hospital registration, reveals that there were two frequency peaks for each category: May and 
September for those with substance abuse; February and May for those who used mechanical means. The month 
of May held the maximum of cases of inmate patients with autolytic acts. The differences between the two 
groups are of statistical significance, p<0,0001.  
Table 4. The distribution of participants according to the months of the year: 
Months Substance  abuse Mechanical means Total  
January 
February 
March 
April 
May 
June 
July 
August 
September 
October 
November 
December 
5 
5 
1 
1 
8 
1 
3 
2 
10 
6 
3 
3 
 9 
27 
4 
4 
29 
16 
6 
12 
3 
0 
4 
8 
14 
32 
5 
5 
37 
17 
9 
14 
13 
6 
7 
11 
With respect to the day of the week when the hospital registration took place, there is a certain similarity of 
distribution (we mention that the inmates who chose mechanical means had a maximum of registration numbers 
on Mondays), with an obvious difference during weekends. While those with substance abuse did not happen to 
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register on Fridays and peaked on Saturdays, with a decrease on Sundays, those with mechanical self-injuries had 
a minimum of registrations on Saturdays. The difference is of statistical significance, the confidence index being 
p<0,0001. The obvious peak time is between 14:00-22:00, with fewer registrations in the morning and at night. 
Average comparison calculations confirm a lack of significant differences between the method of self-injury and 
its time frame (p=0,273).  
Table 5. The distribution of participants according to the days of the week: 
Day substance  abuse mechanical means total 
Monday 
Tuesday 
Wednesday 
Thursday 
Friday 
Saturday 
Sunday 
10 
2 
9 
5 
0 
17 
5 
35 
17 
30 
17 
9 
2 
12 
45 
19 
39 
22 
9 
19 
21 
Table 6. The distribution of participants according to the hour of the day: 
 06-14 14-22 22-06 
Substance abuse 
Mechanical way 
Total  
14 
25 
40 
 27 
74 
101 
6 
23 
29 
There is a tendency, for part of the patients with autolytic attempts, to refuse treatment. 22 such refusals were 
registered among the inmate patients (12,6%), distributed as follows: 6 had abused substances (12,5%) and 16 
had chosen mechanical self-injuries (13,1%). The difference is small and of no statistical significance (p=0,915).  
Table 7. The distribution of participants according to the acceptance/refusal of the treatment: 
treatment substance  abuse mechanical means 
no 
yes 
106 
42 
 16 
6 
47,91% (N=23) of the substance abuse patients could be treated as outpatients, whereas 39,6% (N=19) needed 
hospitalization. At the same time, 54,91% (N=83) of the patients who had inflicted mechanical self-injuries were 
treated as outpatients, while 32% (N=39) were hospitalized. The difference between the two groups is of almost 
9%; however, it does not reach the limit of statistical significance (p=0,349). None of the patients needed ATI 
hospitalization.  
Table 8. The distribution of participants according to the need for hospitalization: 
hospitalization substance  abuse mechanical means total 
no 
yes 
23 
19 
 67 
39 
90 
58 
5. Discussion and conclusion 
Non-lethal self-harm is a behavioral disorder insufficiently studied in a systematic manner. Additionally, the 
databases regarding the psychological and pharmacological treatment of such patients are insufficient and 
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uncorroborated. Together with producing surface plagues, ingesting substances – medicinal, in most cases - is the 
most widespread method of carrying out these autolytic acts (Nordentoft, 2009). The scarcity of studies may be 
caused by a superficial approach of such patients that only takes into account the fact of coercing those around to 
offer these people more attention, but neglects the equally relevant fact that these patients really require their 
entourage and society to focus on their needs. A high frequency of autolytic acts has been noted among inmates, 
by comparison with the general population, a statement sustained by statistical data.  
Ia i Prison has in its custody a constant number of inmates, ranging between 1250 and 1270, with an average 
of 1260. 139 patients registered for autolytic acts show a 13,8 percentile of this phenomenon. The rest of the 
patients, part of the general population, registered at the hospital during the same period, are to be compared with 
the active population of Ia i County. 
The official data offered by the Ia i County Statistics Centre refers to the population aged 15-59, an age range 
similar to that inside the prison, the total value for this category being 542.000 citizens, corresponding to a 95 
percentile to every 100.000 citizens. Put simply, this means that the autolytic phenomenon was 115 times more 
frequent in the prison environment than with the general population. Additional differences from the general 
population were registered in what concerned treatment refusal, hospitalization necessity and ATI hospitalization 
necessity, all of these being more frequent with the general population (Ciuhodaru et al. 2012). This results in the 
conclusion that inmates produced less severe self-injuries and accepted treatment to a greater extent. It has been 
found that the patients who used mechanical means had a significantly higher average age, were more prone to 
relapses, had peak registration numbers in May and February, and on Mondays. Self-harm by substance abuse 
was produced by younger patients, who were less prone to relapses and who had peak registration numbers in 
May and September, and on Saturdays.  
Regardless  of  the  method  of  choice,  most  of  these  acts  took  place  in  the  morning,  when  staff  in  charge  of  
surveillance was present in the highest numbers; the hypothesis takes shape that many of these acts are 
demonstrative (Marzano, 2012).  
Although most papers focused on this issue determine a close connection between self-harm and mental 
disorders (Farmer et all, 2009; Kerkhof, A.J et all, 1990), in our study lot disorder frequency was diagnosed at 
24% of inmates - with a higher percentage for those with substance abuse – 29,2%, than for those that used 
mechanical means. 
There are, however, particular explanations behind suicide attempts, especially those with demonstrative 
purposes. Suicide usually occurs in the foreground of mental disorders or illegal substance consumption. The 
Regional European Centre of the World Health Organization (WHO) estimated that, in European countries, in 
1998, up to 32% of inmates suffered from mental disorders, excluding those disorders caused by substance abuse. 
By including the latter, the percentage rose to 63%. Most inmates suffer from personality disorders (especially 
from antisocial personality disorders).  
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